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Description 

System and Method for Conducting 
Cashless Transact ions on a Computer Network 

Technical Field 

The present invention relates to a commercial 
network transaction system and method and particularly 
to a system and method for conducting commercial 
transactions of small monetary value on a computer 
5 network without using cash. 

Background of the Invention 

Many attempts have been made to develop a system 
whereby the need to carry cash on one's person to make 

10 purchases would be obviated- Two common answers have 
been the use of credit cards and debit cards . In both 
cases, the card user can make the purchases without 
cash, one through the extension of bank credit and the 
other through an immediate electronic debit of a bank 

15 account. However, both techniques fail to address the 
need for cashless solutions to small transactions since 
the processing costs using either technique are too 
high with regard to the small transactions. 

Another technic[ue for conducting cashless 

20 transactions is disclosed in PCT International 

Publication No. WO 91/16691 published October 13, 1991 
and PCT International Publication No. WO 93/08545 
published April 29, 1993. The disclosed value transfer 
system in both publications comprises a computer, a 

25 value meter and a bulk purse within a bank, and 
exchange devices and electronic purses (e.g., 
integrated circuit cards or smart cards) outside the 
bank. In accordance with the disclosure, the bulk 
purse is capable of having cash values loaded to and 
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redeemed by electronic purses via a value meter. The 
electronic purses communicate with each other through 
an exchange device to transfer values in transactions 
which are off-line from the computer. The value meter 
5 keeps float value records for the computer to derive a 
net value released to the bulk purse. Each float value 
record is non-specific with regard to individual draw- 
downs and redemptions . 

This prior -art technique has an obvious 

10 disadvantage in that the holder of an electronic purse 
must connect to a bank via a computer to increase 
his/her monetary level stored in the electronic purse. 
Therefore, if a user purchases an item at a merchant's 
site without sufficient funds in the purse, he/she 

15 CvQ.\ii^d vnjat..iB^ tjig item b^f pre 

accessing a computer to further "charge" the purse. 
Furthermore, the electronic purse is represented in the 
disclosure as a smart card designed for carrying to 
merchant terminals for insertion. 

20 Over the last several years, businesses have been 

attracted to the rapidly growing number of personal 
computer users. More specifically, these businesses 
have realized the potential customer base of the so- 
called "on-line users." On-line service providers such 

25 as America Online, CompuServe, and Prodigy have 

provided easy access to computer networks such that a 
large captive audience of on-line constimers has 
emerged. 

These on-line service providers have begun to 
3 0 allow users to use their services as gateways to the 
expansive international network of networks known as 
the Internet, The Internet, a series of some 50,000 
computer networks around the world, has recently gained 
substantial popularity due to its promise of providing 
35 connectivity between so many computer users with 

functionality such as electronic mail, file transfer. 
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and remote login. The customer base of Internet users, 
now more than 38 million, will apparently grow to 100 
million by 1998 as more businesses discover the 
marketing opportunities available on the "net." These 
5 businesses are especially attracted to the 

functionality and features of a fairly new Internet 
service 3cnown as the World Wide Web. 

The World Wide Web, or Web, provides easier access 
to Internet information and services. It utilizes the 

10 technology called "hypertext" to organize, search and 

present information on the Internet. A user can select 
a word ("hypertext word") from a viewed dociiment, and 
be linked to another document featuring information 
related to the word. These links are within the Web 

15 server domain and result in a progressively deeper 
search or base of choices* To access the rich 
environment of hypertext links, graphics, fonts, sound 
and video, an internet user utilizes a client or Web 
"browser," such as Mosaic. This browser handles the 

20 function of locating and targeting information on the 
Internet and displaying information provided by a Web 
server. 

In the business arena, a merchant can, with an 
Internet address and a hypertext editor, develop a 

25 first hypertext document called a "home page" (or 

"virtual storefront") which a user sees when he enters 
the Web at the merchant ' s Web server . That home page 
may provide descriptions of products and services 
through the use of media such as graphic images, sound, 

30 and hypertext link choices. The information allows the 
consumer to find the product or service he desires to 
purchase. The result is an easily accessible system 
for purchasing anything from a journal page and 
investor advice to travel tickets and golf clubs. 

35 While the business advantages of computer network 

marketing are clear, the transaction costs may present 
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a problem, especially when the size of the transaction 
is small, such as the journal page sale. 

Several techniques for creating cashless 
commercial transactions exist for sales over networks 
5 such as the Internet. The most common technique 
involves the use of credit cards where credit is 
extended to a cardholder by a financial institution to 
cover purchases from participating merchants. The 
financial institution pays the merchant the purchase 

10 price less a service charge fee and later bills the 
cardholder for the purchase price. 

Such credit card transactions, however, require 
calling a processing center to obtain authorization for 
the transactions . This incurs transaction costs as 

15 . d©s,Qj^ife!^.^iLfevQV^.,/ \chi.Qh whiXe a^si^p^jal^l^ f (^ igr;ge 

purchases, are not cost effective for relatively small 
purchases (e.g., a journal page). Furthermore, it is 
not practical for financial institutions to engage in 
discrete posting of these small transactions. 

20 Another system that allows for purchases without 

the use of cash is a debit system such as NetBill. In 
this system, a large server maintains accounts for both 
merchants and consvimers. These NetBill accounts are 
linked with conventional financial institutions. When 

25 a consumer chooses to purchase goods or services from a 
merchant, a NetBill transaction is commenced in which 
the product or service is transferred, if possible, 
e.g., a journal page, the consiamer's account is 
debited, and the merchant's account is credited. When 

30 necessary, fxxnds in the consumer's NetBill account can 
be replenished by electronic transfer from a bank or by 
credit card. Also, funds in the merchant's NetBill 
account are made available by depositing the funds in 
the merchant ' s bank account . 

35 Disadvantages associated with a debit system such 

as NetBill stem from the fact that the NetBill server 
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comprises a centr*al computer which must handle every 
transaction. Because of this requirement, the server's 
critical CPU time is depleted. Thus, when there is 
high sales volume, delays in transactions are common 
5 and caused by the busy central computer and possibly 
long-haul transmission of transaction data to the 
computer. In addition, the merchant must pay for the 
long-haul transmission to the central computer for each 
transaction. Finally, because a consumer's account 

10 funds reside in the central database of the computer, 

any breakdown of the central computer, communication or 
otherwise, would eliminate the ability of the consumer 
to complete transactions . 

Accordingly, it is desirable to have a cost- 

15 effective system whereby a computer user can conduct 

transactions of relatively small values over a computer 
network by the use of funds located in the local 
computer, without worrying whether a debit card account 
has sufficient funds, and without significant delays 

20 caused by interruptions for verification, 

authorization, and/or obtaining additional funds in the 
account. 

Summary of the Invention 

25 The present invention overcomes the prior art 

limitations by including a mechanism for directing the 
transfer of funds into an electronic purse built into a 
local computer to be used for purchases on a network. 
The mechanism also provides for reloading the purse 

3 0 when necessary to complete a transaction. Thus, with 
the invention, the user is permitted to conduct a 
transaction on a computer network, e.g., the Internet, 
and to increase the funds in the electronic purse (or 
the balance of an account on the local computer) to 

35 cover the transaction price if the price exceeds the 
balance. Advantageously, the user, while conducting 
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the on-line transactions, is not required to get off- 
line to increase the funds in his/her account. In 
accordance with an additional aspect of the invention, 
the user' s computer stores the transaction information 
5 in its memory for recordation purposes. 

The inventive system preferably includes (1) a 
user's computer with associated software, (2) a 
merchant computer which conducts transactions with the 
user's computer, and (3) a computer maintained by a 

10 financial service provider (FSP) which can read, 

compare, and write back data to the user's computer. 

The FSP defines the present cashless transaction 
service features and requirements, and overlooks the 
service. In accordance with the invention, a user 

15 aGguires cashless transaction software provided by the 
FSP which may also be distributed as part of a network 
operating system package. Each individual software 
package will have a unique accoxint nximber associated 
with it. Having loaded the software on his/her PC, the 

20 user is prompted through an initialization and load 

process wherein the user provides the FSP with personal 
information and identifies issuer banks with which the 
user would like to be registered. The FSP then may 
make an amount of funds, e.g. $25, available to the 

25 user computer, in a secure fashion, for use in future 
computer network transactions. The FSP, at some later 
time, settles with the user's issuer bank which bills 
the user for the amount of the load. 

The user may, thereafter, use his computer to 

30 complete a cashless network transaction of a relatively 
small amount. For example, to purchase several pages 
of an article from a document service on the Internet, 
the user may go onto the network, e.g., the Web, and 
make a purchase of the pages for $3 . The merchant 

35 cortputer will register the sale and the amount of the 
transaction will be deducted from the balance on the 
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user's computer. This transaction will be stored in 
the user computer's memoiry. If the balance on the 
computer is less than the transaction amount, the user 
may be given the option to reload the account which 
5 increases the account balance on his/her computer. The 
reload may be programmed to be selected by the user or 
automatic. For example, if the user has only a $1.00 
balance in his/her electronic purse and the transaction 
amount is $1.50, after the reload is performed, the 

10 user's purse may be increased by an amount, e.g., 

$25.00, The new user balance will be $24.50, taking 
into account the amount previously remaining in the 
account and the transaction amount. Preferably, each 
reload amount is limited by a maximum and minimum 

15 amount value. 

Upon reload, the issuer bank is informed by the 
FSP of the reload and bills the user for the increase. 
Preferably, the issuer bank simultaneously transfers 
electronically the amount to the FSP which places the 

20 increased amount into a separate account out of which 
the amount of the transaction is withdrawn. That 
separate account referred to as a "pooled account" or a 
"float" holds all outstanding prepaid revenues for all 
users of the issuer bank. The FSP maintains a database 

25 of all such pooled accounts and their outstanding 
balances . If no transaction has been made for a 
specified period of time, the FSP may direct the issuer 
bank to reimburse a particular user for his or her 
unspent balance. In addition, the user may request, at 

30 any time, a credit of the unspent balance. 

In accordance with an aspect of the invention, at 
the end of each day, a merchant downloads data on each 
transaction of the day onto a tape and transmits the 
tape to the FSP electronically or off-line. The tape 

35 contains merchant identification and transaction 

information. Alternatively, the data on the tape may 
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be transmitted electronically to the FSP computer 
through a communication link, without using the tape 
itself. After updating the database by deducting the 
transaction amounts from the pooled accounts, the FSP 
5 electronically transfers the total transaction amount, 
possibly less a transaction fee, to an acquirer bank 
with which the merchant has an account. The acquirer 
bank then distributes the funds, possibly less another 
transaction fee, to the merchant's account. 

10 

Brief Description of the Drawings 

Further objects, features and advantages of the 
invention will become apparent from the following 
detailed description taken in conjunction with the 
2S a©o©inpany^g f igurti^ embodiment of 

the invention, in which: 

Fig- 1 illustrates a cashless transaction system 
comprising a computer network connecting a user 
computer, an FSP computer and a merchant computer in 
20 accordance with the invention; 

Fig. 2 is a memory map of memory space provided in 
the user computer of Fig, 1; 

Fig. 3 is a schematic diagram of the merchant 
computer of Fig. 1; 
25 Fig. 4 is a memory map of memory space provided in 

the merchant computer of Fig. 3; 

Fig. 5 is a flow chart illustrating a process for 
conducting a cashless transaction in accordance with 
one embodiment of the invention; 
30 Fig. 6 illustrates the connections between the FSP 

computer and an issuer computer together with an 
acquirer computer in accordance with the invention; 

Fig. 7A is a flow chart illustrating a process in 
the FSP computer of Figs . 1 and 6 ; 
35 Fig. 7B is a flow chart illustrating a process in 

the issuer computer of Fig, 6; 
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Fig, 7C is a flow chart illustrating a second 
process in the FSP computer of Figs. 1 and 6; 

Fig. 8 is a flow chart illustrating a process for 
refunding a user for unused funds in an account in 
5 accordance with an aspect of the invention; and 

Fig. 9 illustrates a monthly bill reflecting fund 
increases to the user account by the system of Fig. 1. 

Throughout the figures, the same reference 
niimerals and characters, unless otherwise stated, are 
10 used to denote like features, elements, components or 
portions of the illustrated embodiment. Moreover, 
while the subject invention will now be described in 
detail with reference to the figures, it is done so in 
connection with a preferred embodiment. It is intended 
15 that changes and modifications can be made to the 

described embodiment without departing from the true 
scope and spirit of the sxibject invention as defined by 
the appended claims. 

20 Detailed Description 

The present invention is directed to a technique 
for conducting cashless transactions on a computer 
network, e.g., the Internet. In Figure 1, computer 
100, a conventional personal computer, is employed by a 

25 user to access Internet network 110 via a dial-up link 
to conduct the cashless transaction in accordance with 
the invention. Since Internet network 110 is a packet - 
switched network wherein messages may be routed through 
many different nodes before reaching their 

30 destinations, a substantial risk of having the messages 
intercepted on the Internet arises. To eliminate such 
risk, a well-known encryption technique such as private 
key cryptology, e.g., the Data Encryption Standard 
(DES) , or public key cryptology, e.g., the RSA 

35 algorithm, is used to provide secure encryption and 
decryption for data transmission over network 110. 
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Named after its developers, Rivest, Shamir, and 
Adelman, the RSA algorithm uses a private key and a 
public key to encrypt and decrypt messages. The keys 
are generated mathematically in part by combining prime 
5 numbers. For details on the RSA algorithm and its 

application, one may refer to U.S. Patent No. 4,405,829 
issued September 20, 1983 to Rivest et al . , which is 
hereby incorporated by reference. 

Computer 100 contains, inter alia , memory 101 for 
10 storing data to be described, microprocessor 103, modem 
105 for establishing the dial-up link to network 110, 
and display 107. Also connected to network 110 are FSP 
computer 601 and merchant computer 300. Computer 100 
is loaded with FSP cashless transaction software, to be 

15 A3^s^x^^B^,^B^^ is 
lieu of cash on network 110. Computer 100 carries an 
account balance, or electronic purse, from which the 
price of the purchase or transaction is deducted. It 
incorporates a reload feature which permits the user to 

20 increase the account balance when the purchase price 
exceeds the running balance. The reload may be in a 
predetermined amount or limited by a maximum amount. 
Preferably, the maximum or predetermined amount should 
be of a relatively small monetary value, e.g. $25, so 

25 as not to create significant liabilities arising from 
possible fraudulent uses by so-called "computer 
hackers," By allowing a small number of reloads of a 
relatively small amount for a limited time period, one 
can effectively control and contain such liabilities. 

3 0 Furthermore, a minimum amount for each reload is 

preferable so that the transaction is cost-effective to 
the FSP. 

Each copy of the FSP cashless transaction software 
has a unic[ue account number associated with it. Once 
35 the software is installed on con^uter 100, the software 
prompts the user through an initia.lization process in 
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which the user enters personal information such as the 
name, address, telephone, social security niimber, etc. 
and designates an issuer .bank which bills the user for 
the initial loading and subsequent increases to the 
5 user account. All such information is forwarded to the 
FSP over network 110 in a secure encrypted format as 
described above. After a predetermined period 
sufficient to check the user's information, the user 
may reqpiest a load on his/her account from the FSP, To 

10 this end, the user again communicates with the FSP 
computer over network 110. If the user has been 
approved, this load request is granted and the user 
account will be loaded with an initial amount, e.g., 
$25. The request grant is then communicated to the 

15 issuer bank which bills the user for the initial load. 
The FSP then requests the same amount from the user's 
issuer bank or accounts for the amount, preferably 
placing the funds in a pooled account with all 
outstanding prepayments from all users. Thus, if the 

20 FSP funds 200 accounts with $25 each, the pooled 
account will equal $5,000. 

Fig. 2 depicts a memory map of data storage in 
memory 101. The memory map identifies various memory 
modules including identification module 250 containing 

25 data on an account number, an expiration date, a 

personal identification number (PIN) and a maximum 
number of PIN entry attempts; transaction module 255 
containing purchase data such as last date and time of 
purchase, duration since last purchase, amount of 

30 purchase and a "credit back" period; and accounting 

module 259 containing the balance data, the outstanding 
niomber of reloads, and a predetermined "maximum number 
of reloads." All this data is used to identify the 
account, operate the system, and track the purchase 

35 after a transaction is completed. 
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Specif ically , the account number identifies the 
account associated with computer 100 for billing 
purposes. The expiration date is used to make sure the 
account is unexpired. The PIN is used to verify the 
5 account ownership in a conventional manner. The 

maximum number of PIN entry attempts is the number of 
incorrect tries allowed to verify the user before 
further use is disallowed. The date and time of 
purchase keeps track of the date and time of the last 

10 transaction. The duration value indicates the duration 
of non-use of the account, which is tracked using an 
internal timer (not shown) of computer 100. As 
described below, a "credit back" period is selected by 
the user from a set of predetermined time periods, 

15 ^-S-/ Of 39./ ^Q„, J^p djars or until tl^g ^p^cpunjt ^ppxvBS. 
If computer 100 is not used during the credit back 
period, the account balance is automatically refunded 
to the user. In the present embodiment, the "credit 
back" or "non-use" time period selected is 90 days. 

2 0 The period may be preselected or altered by the user at 

computer 100. 

The "number of reloads" portion of accounting 
module 259 in memory 101 corresponds to the niomber of 
reloads remaining. The "maximum nxamber of reloads" is 
25 the maxiimim number of reloads allocated to the user. 
Preferably, if the maximxim number is zero, the user 
will not be able to use the reload feature. Setting 
the maximum number allows the FSP and issuer bank to 
control the spending limit of each account. 

3 0 Figure 3 is a block diagram of merchant computer 

300, Merchant computer 300 contains, inter alia , 
microprocessor 301, memory 306 and operating circuitry 
309. The latter includes capabilities of transmitting 
and receiving data to and from network 110 pursuant to 
35 the standard Internet protocols and in a secure 
encrypted format as described above. 
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Fig. 4 depicts a memory map of data storage in 
memory 306 of merchant computer 300 which is of a 
conventional design. The memory map identifies two 
modules. Transaction module 401 records purchases made 
5 with computer 100 and other user computers subscribing 
to the present service- Information, in transaction 
module 401 preferably contains a record for each 
purchase including an account number, amount of 
purchase, date of purchase, and account balance* 
10 Identification module 403 includes information about 

the merchant's name and account number associated with 
an acquirer bank with which the merchant has an 
account . 

Fig, 5 is a flow chart illustrating a process 

15 within the FSP cashless transaction software to conduct 
the cashless transactions with the reload feature in 
accordance with the invention. Using computer 100, the 
user accesses network 110 and may browse through 
hypertext documents provided by merchant computer 3 00 

20 connected to network 110. These hypertext documents, 
starting at the home page, describe the products and 
services offered by the merchant as well as their 
associated prices. These hypertext docximents may 
contain multimedia information such as images of 

25 products- If the user finds a product that he wishes 

to purchase at the price shown, he may hit a particular 
key on a keyboard (not shown) of computer 100 or choose 
a particular hypertext graphic with mouse or a pointing 
device (not shown) of computer 100 that begins the 

30 purchase process. In this example, the user selects a 
$1 journal page from an article for the purchase. 

The process starts in step 501 where a message is 
displayed on display 107 of computer 100 requesting the 
user to enter his PIN to identify himself /herself as 

35 the owner of the cashless transaction software. When a 
PIN is entered on the computer 100 keyboard, the nximber 
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is checked against the PIN stored in memory 2 01 of 
computer 100. If the numerical sequences are 
different, computer 100 asks for the PIN again in case 
it was mistyped or partially forgotten. The user is 
5 allowed to have a maximum number of atteir^ts which is 
stored on computer 100, in this case three attempts, in 
order to enter the correct PIN before the purchase 
request is rejected. 

If, in step 502, the PIN number stored in memory 

10 101 matches any one of the up to three ntimbers entered, 
the transaction continues to step 503. Otherwise, the 
process ends , 

In step 503, microprocessor 101 in corr5>uter 100 
compares the duration value in memory 101 with the 

15 cr>ejtiJ:;.5^^i:k p.^^ .9a**s4^a./..^n iDl. In 

accordance with an aspect of the invention, FSP 
computer 601 reimburses the user for the unused accoiint 
balance on computer 100 if computer 100 is not used in 
a 90 day period. The account balance on computer 100 

2 0 is therefore assumed to have been credited back to the 
user after the 90 day period in accordance with the 
invention. With this assumption, the account balance 
portion of accounting module 259 of memory 101 in 
computer 100 is reset to a zero value in step 505 . 

25 After this step, or if 90 days have not passed since 
the last transaction, the account balance stored in 
computer 100 is displayed on display 107, as indicated 
in step 507, Also displayed is a message asking the 
user to specify whether he/she wants to make the 

30 purchase, reload the account balance, obtain a credit 
of the existing account balance, or exit the process. 
The user then depresses a key on the keyboard or clicks 
with a mouse on the icon associated with these choices, 
sending a message to microprocessor 103 . 

35 In step 508, if coir^uter 100 detects that the user 

chose the credit option, the FSP computer initiates a 
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credit as explained below and the process continues in 
step 505. If not, the process continues in step 509. 

In step 509, if computer 100 detects that the user 
chose the exit option, the process ends. Otherwise, 
5 the process continues in step 510 wherein a message is 
received from merchant computer 300 indicating the 
price of the product or service chosen by the user. 
If, in step 511, computer 100 detects that the user, 
having recognized that the account balance is less than 

10 the price of the product, chose the reload option, 
specifying a desired reload amount, the process 
continues in step 513. 

Alternatively, the system could have an automatic 
reload feature. For exaitiple, the balance could be 

15 automatically increased by a predetermined sum each 

time the user's account balance is less than that value 
needed to make a purchase. To this end, when the user 
enters the purchase process, he/she is not presented 
with an option to reload. Rather, computer 100 

20 automatically attempts to reload by a predetermined sum 
when the purchase price received from merchant computer 
300 exceeds the account balance. 

In step 513, microprocessor 101 in computer 100 
again compares the duration value in memory 101 with 

25 the credit-back period in memory lOl. If the duration 
value exceeds the credit -back period, the process 
continues in step 515. If not, the process continues 
in step 517. In step 515, the "maximum number of 
reloads" value stored in memory 101 is preferably 

30 copied into the "number of reloads" portion of 

accounting module 259 of computer 100 to allow the user 
more reloads. 

Next, in step 517, the value stored in the number 
of reloads portion of accounting module 259 in memory 

35 101 of computer 100 is compared to a value of zero. If 
the value does not equal zero, i.e., computer 100 has 
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some remaining reloads, computer 100 is automatically 
routed to FSP computer 601 and the data stored in 
memory 101 of computer 100 is sent over network 110 to 
FSP computer 601. 
5 FSP computer 601 determines whether the user 

account has expired by comparing the expiration date 
stored in memory 101 of computer 100 with the present 
date generated by a timer in FSP computer 601. In step 
519, if computer 100 receives a message from FSP 

10 computer 601 indicating that the account has expired, 
the account balance, niomber of reloads and maximum 
number of reloads of computer 10 0 are overwritten in 
step 540 to become zero and the reload request is 
rejected. If the message indicates that the account 

IS. ha,s ^n^Gtt B:>qpXlcMSi, M:^M* .U^^ gpes^tQ st^p ,§21,, 

FSP computer 601 also reads the account number 
from memory 101 of computer 100 and conpares it against 
a list of bad accounts stored in the memory of FSP 
computer 601. In step 521, if computer 100 receives a 

20 message that the account niomber matches a number on the 
bad acco\int list, the card is presximed invalid and the 
reload request is denied. Again, the account balance 
of computer 100 is overwritten in step 540 to become 
zero and the number of reloads and maximxim number of 

25 reloads are overwritten to become zero. Also, a value 
is written in the credit back portion of transaction 
module 255 of memory 101 which represents that no more 
reloads will be allowed for the life of the account. 
The above action renders the account useless with 

3 0 respect to the cashless system. In the case of the 

overdue payment, corrrputer 100 can be reactivated when 
the user pays the arrears. In step 542, suitable 
information is displayed on display 107, such as "bad 
account, accoiint deactivated". If the message 

35 indicates that the number does not match a nxomber on 
the bad account list, the process goes to step 523. 
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In step 523, the account balance is incremented by 
the reload amount (in this example $25) by computer 100 
to allow sufficient funds for the purchase to be made . 
The "number of reloads" value in memory 101 of computer 
5 100 is reduced by one in step 525 after a reload has 
been triggered. Record of the reload is stored in FSP 
computer 601 for later processing. The process 
continues in step 552 as explained below. 

If, in step 517, the number of reloads does equal 

10 zero, then the account balance is compared to zero in 

step 531. If the balance is zero, then the transaction 
is not allowed to proceed and a message such as "No 
more reloads permitted - Contact FSP" is displayed at 
computer 100 in step 533. 

15 In accordance with another aspect of the 

invention, if the noomber of reloads equals zero but 
there is a balance of more than zero in the account, 
then the transaction is the final one allowed, and the 
balance is only increased to cover the amount of the 

20 purchase. This allows the transaction to be completed 
and reduces the balance to zero in computer 100. In 
step 535, the difference between the price and 
remaining balance is added to the balance to ensure 
enough funds to purchase the item. The process then 

25 skips to 552 described below. 

If computer 100 detects, in step 511, that the 
user chose the purchase option, computer 100, in step 
552, analyzes whether the purchase price subtracted 
from the balance stored in memory 101 results in a 

30 negative number. If, in step 552, the resulting 

balance is a negative number (indicating that the price 
of the item is greater than the account balance stored 
in computer 100), a message is displayed, in step 570, 
informing the user that his account balance is 

35 insufficient to purchase the product and that he must 

request a reload to continue. The process continues in 
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step 509 as described above. Alternatively, a reload 
is automatically processed when the purchase price 
exceeds the account balance, as indicated above, and 
the purchase process is continued as described below, 
5 If, in step 552, computer 100 determines that the 

price of the item selected is less than or equal to 
that of the account balance stored in memory 101, the 
balance is decreased on computer 100 by the transaction 
price in step 554. In step 555, information stored in 
10 memory lOl of computer 100 (including account nxomber 

and account balance) is sent in a secure encrypted form 
to memory 306 of merchant computer 300 along with a 
message indicating the purchase. Further, the 
incremented value stored in computer 100 is decreased 
15 .^:J^,jgmX^ o£ tJm^ ±t:'mxLMT^:^hXB jiew Y^liuie i^ written 

back onto computer 100 in the balance portion of 
accounting module 259 of memory 101. Finally, a record 
of the transaction is also stored in the transaction 
module 255 of memory 101. 
20 In step 556, computer 100 displays the new 

balance. In step 558, the duration value portion of 
transaction module 255 of memory 101 in computer 100 is 
overwritten to zero. 

Fig. 6 illustrates connections between FSP 
25 computer 601 and issuer computer 603 and acquirer 
computer 605, At the close of each day, merchant 
computer 3 00 downloads transaction and identification 
information stored in modules 401 and 403 of memory 306 
(including the account number, amoxint of the 
30 transaction, the last account balance, and merchant 
name and account number) to a tape. The merchant 
physically forwards the tape to the FSP for loading the 
information recorded on the tape onto FSP computer 601. 
Such information allows FSP computer 601 to identify 
35 the user accounts, merchant and transaction amounts. 

Alternatively, the transaction information may be sent 
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electronically over a comnunication link in a secure 
encrypted form as described above. FSP computer 601 
processes the information, updates the various floats 
and transmits the total of the transactions by merchant 
5 (possibly less transaction fees) to acquirer computer 
605 via communication link 613 in a secure encrypted 
form as described above. The acquirer bank then 
credits the merchant account based on the amounts 
transacted. 

10 Figure 7A shows the process employed in FSP 

computer 601 upon a reload. In step 701, FSP computer 
601 receives data from computer 100 regarding the 
reload via network 110. In step 703, FSP computer 601 
identifies from the transmitted data the account number 

15 of computer 100 and checks the account expiration and 
bad account list. Assuming the account is valid, FSP 
computer 601 then transmits reload data information in 
step 705 to issuer computer 603 via communication link 
309 in a secure encrypted form as described above, 

20 Figure 7B describes a process employed in issuer 

computer 603. In step 707, issuer coitputer 603 
receives the data regarding the reload from FSP 
computer 601. In step 709, issuer computer 603 stores 
the reload data pertaining to the corresponding account 

25 number. Issuer computer 603 then bills the user for 

each reload of $25 incurred during a billing period in 
step 710, In step 711, issuer computer 603 
responsively funds the associated float or pooled 
account kept in FSP computer 601 for each reload. 

3 0 Figure 7C describes another process in FSP 

computer 601. In step 713, FSP computer 601 receives 
the transaction data preferably on tape from merchant 
computer 300. In step 715, FSP conputer 601 analyzes 
the data, updates the various float accounts and stores 

35 the data in a central database. Finally, in step 717, 
FSP con5)uter 601 forwards the funds, corresponding to 
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that of the transaction amount (possibly less a 
transaction fee) to acquirer computer 605. The 
acquirer bank then credits the merchant account the 
total transaction amount recorded at merchant computer 
5 3 00 possibly less a financial services provider fee. 
Fig. 8 describes the credit -back process 
implemented in FSP computer 601 after a certain period 
(preferably 9 0 days) of no activity on the account kept 
in computer 100. This credit-back process ensures the 

10 user does not lose the unspent money on the account. 

In step 801, FSP computer 601 compares the present date 
with the date of the last purchase associated with 
computer 100 stored in its database and determines if 
the account has not been active for longer than 90 

15 days . Ife.,. in.^s>tjep..^8^ Lt JiBXM^imir^Q^A t^m-t the 

inactivity is not longer than 90 days, FSP computer 601 
takes no action. Otherwise, FSP coit^uter 601, in step 
803, sends a message to issuer computer 603 via 
communication link 309 indicating that the account 

20 should be credited with its outstanding balance. Also, 
when a user requests a credit from FSP computer 601, 
the process is begxin in step 803. In step 805, issuer 
computer 603 credits the user's account with the 
outstanding balance accordingly. In step 807, FSP 

25 computer 601 withdraws the credit -back amoxint from the 
float associated with the issuer bank to compensate for 
the credit , 

Fig* 9 illustrates a statement dociimenting an 
initial load and subsequent reloads made by the user of 

30 computer 100. The statement is sent from issuer 
computer 603 to the user to provide a record of 
increases during the billing period and to bill the 
user for the same. This preferred embodiment details 
date of load 901 and load amount 903. The statement 

35 may be part of the user's regular credit card bill or 
may be sent only if requested by the user. Further, 
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computer 100 provides a function for displaying and 
printing out a description of the purchases. Upon 
request by the user, the data in module 255 of memory 
101 is written to display 107 or a printer (not shown) . 
5 This information mirrors the information used by FSP 
computer 601 to adjust the float accounts as 
transactions are processed. 

The foregoing merely illustrates the principles of 
the invention. It will thus be appreciated that those 
10 skilled in the art will be able to devise numerous 
systems and methods which, although not explicitly 
shown or described herein, embody the principles of the 
invention and are thus within the spirit and scope of 
the invent ion . 

15 For example, memory 101 could also contain data 

needed to conduct conventional credit card 
transactions. In addition, computer 100 could have 
additional memory modules containing balances for 
different foreign currencies. This would allow world- 

20 wide utilization of the system by keeping separate 

balances each of which could be reloaded. The reload 
value of the foreign currency would likewise be small 
and preferably in an amount equivalent to U.S. $25. 
The memory modules could contain associated "credit 

25 back" memory locations to allow different time periods 
for credit -backs for each foreign currency. The memory 
modules could also contain individual "maximum number 
of reloads" and "number of reloads remaining" portions 
of accounting modules associated with each currency . 

30 In addition, it may be desirable to remove the 

above described feature of forcing the last transaction 
to completion. That is, the system prevents the 
transaction whenever the niimber of reloads is zero and 
the balance is less than the price of the desired items 

35 regardless of whether the balance is non-zero. This 
would remove the feature of covering the last 
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transaction described above but would make the system 
easier to implement. 

Finally, the present invention has been described 
and disclosed in a form in which the various system 
5 fxinctions are performed by discrete functional blocks. 
However, any one or more of these functions could 
equally well be performed by one or more appropriately 
programmed microprocessors, micro- coded chips, etc. 
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Claims 

1 1. Apparatus for conducting cashless transactions on 

2 a network, comprising: 

3 means for selecting a cashless transaction to 

4 be conducted on said network; 

5 means for receiving, from said network, first 

6 data including an amount required to complete the 

7 selected cashless transaction; 

8 means for storing second data representative 

9 of an available fund; and 

10 means for applying said available fund toward 

11 said selected cashless transaction and reducing 

12 said available fund in completing said 

13 transaction. 

1 2. The apparatus of claim 1 further comprising means 

2 for providing an option to increase said available 

3 fund when said available fund is less than the 

4 required, amount , to complete said selected 

5 cashless transaction. 

1 3 * The apparatus of claim 1 wherein said network is a 

2 computer network. 

1 4 . The apparatus of claim 3 wherein said computer 

2 network is an Internet network, 

1 5 . The apparatus of claim 1 wherein said selected 

2 cashless transaction comprises a purchase of a 

3 selected item, said apparatus further coir^rising 

4 means for browsing information about said selected 

5 item. 



wo 96/41286 



PCT/US96/02854 



-24- 



1 6 . The apparatus of claim 5 wherein said information 

2 is multimedia information including an image of 

3 said selected item. 

1 7. The apparatus of claim 1 further comprising means 

2 for accessing said network . 

1 8- The apparatus of claim 7 wherein said accessing 

2 means includes a dial-up modem, 

1 9 . The apparatus of claim 1 further comprising means 

2 for executing said selected cashless transaction - 

1 10. The apparatus of claim 1 further comprising: 

2. . . . mesmsj^^^^t^^^ 

3 of a maximxim number of increases allowed; 

4 means for tallying each occurrence of an 

5 increase in said available fund; and 

6 means for ensuring that the tallied niomber of 

7 increases is not greater than said maximum nximber, 

1 11. The apparatus of claim 1 further comprising means 

2 for providing third data representative of a 

3 selected period of inactivity, said available fund 

4 being redeemable after said period expires . 

1 12 . Apparatus for conducting cashless transactions on 

2 a network, comprising: 

3 means for selecting a cashless transaction to 

4 be conducted on said network; 

5 means for receiving, from said network, first 

6 data representative of an amount required to 

7 complete the selected cashless transaction; 

8 means for storing second data representative 

9 of an available fund; 
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10 means for applying said available fund toward 

11 said cashless transaction; and 

12 means for automatically increasing said 

13 available fund by a predetermined sum when said 

14 available fund is less than the required amount, 

15 to enable the completion of said selected cashless 

16 transaction. 

1 13 . The apparatus of claim 12 wherein said network is 

2 a computer network. 

1 14. The apparatus of claim 13 wherein said computer 

2 network is an Internet network. 

1 15. The apparatus of claim 12 wherein said selected 

2 cashless transaction comprises a purchase of a 

3 selected item, said apparatus further comprising 

4 means for browsing information about said selected 

5 item. 

1 16. The apparatus of claim 15 wherein said information 

2 is multimedia information including an image of 

3 said selected item. 

1 17. The apparatus of claim 12 further comprising means 

2 for accessing said network. 

1 18. The apparatus of claim 17 wherein said accessing 

2 means includes a dial-up modem. 

1 19, The apparatus of claim 12 further comprising means 

2 for executing said selected cashless transaction. 

1 20. The apparatus of claim 12 further comprising: 

2 means for providing third data representative 

3 of a maximum number of increases allowed; 
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4 means for tallying each occurrence of an 

5 increase in said available fund; and 

6 means for ensuring that the tallied number of 

7 increases is not greater than said maximum number, 

1 21. The apparatus of claim 12 further comprising means 

2 for providing third data representative of a 

3 selected period of inactivity, said available fund 

4 being redeemable after said period expires, 

1 22. A system for extending funds to an account having 

2 a limited fund to conduct a cashless transaction 

3 on a network, comprising: 

4 means for receiving from said network a 

5 request, for an incr;gg.se ±n said limit^^ 

6 said limited fund is insufficient to complete said 

7 cashless transaction, said increase equal to a 

8 predetermined reload sum; 

9 means for granting said request; 

10 means responsive to the granted request for 

11 increasing said limited fund by said reload sum; 

12 means for registering the granted request for 

13 said increase ; and 

14 means for billing said account for an amount 

15 which is a function of a total number of said 

16 requests and said reload sum. 

1 23. The system of claim 22 wherein said network is a 

2 computer network. 

1 24. The system of claim 23 wherein said computer 

2 network is an Internet network, 

1 25. The system of claim 22 wherein said request 

2 includes data representative of an identification 

3 of said account, said system further comprising: 
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4 means for storing a list of selected account 

5 identifications ; 

6 means for comparing said account 

7 identification against said list; and 

8 means for determining whether said account 

9 identification is within said list. 

1 26. The system of claim 25 further comprising means 

2 for rejecting said request and disallowing 

3 completion of any cashless transaction when said 

4 account identification is determined to be within 

5 said list . 

1 27. The system of claim 22 further comprising: 

2 means for comparing a date of said 

3 transaction and an expiration date associated with 

4 said account; and 

5 means for rejecting said request and 

6 disallowing completion of any cashless transaction 

7 if said account expires. 

1 28. The system of claim 22 wherein upon said billing 

2 said reload sum is added to a pooled account. 

1 29, The system of claim 28 further coir^rising means 

2 for reimbursing an available fund in said account 

3 out of said pooled account , 

1 30. A system for extending funds to an account having 

2 a limited fund to conduct a cashless transaction 

3 on a network, conprising: 

4 means for receiving, from said network, a 

5 signal indicating that said limited fund is 

6 insufficient to complete said cashless 

7 transaction; and 
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8 means responsive to said signal for 

9 automatically increasing said limited fund in said 

10 account by a predetermined sum to enable the 

11 completion of said cashless transaction. 

1 31. The system of claim 30 wherein said network is a 

2 computer network, 

1 32. The system of claim 31 wherein said computer 

2 network is an Internet network ♦ 

1 33. The system of claim 30 wherein said signal 

2 includes data representative of an identification 

3 of said account, said system further comprising: 

4 . means^t <^ sheeted account 

5 identifications ; 

6 means for comparing the account 

7 identification against said list; axid 

8 means for determining whether said account 

9 identification is within said list. 

1 34. The system of claim 33 further comprising means 

2 for disallowing completion of any cashless 

3 transaction when said account identification is 

4 determined to be within said list. 

1 35. The system of claim 30 further comprising: 

2 means for comparing a date of said 

3 transaction and an expiration date associated with 

4 said account; and 

5 means for disallowing completion of any 

6 cashless transaction if said account e3q)ires. 

1 36. The system of claim 30 further comprising: 

2 means for tallying a total niomber of 

3 automatic increases in said account; and 
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4 means for billing said account for an amount 

5 which is a function of said total number of 

6 automatic increases and said predetermined sum, 

1 37. The system of claim 36 wherein upon said billing 

2 said predetermined siom is added to a pooled 

3 account. 

1 38. The system of claim 37 further comprising means 

2 for reimbursing an available fund in said account 

3 out of said pooled account, 

1 39. A system for a system user to conduct purchases on 

2 a network, comprising: 

3 means for selecting at least one item to 

4 purchase on said network; 

5 means for providing for said user first data 

6 representative of a price of the selected item; 

7 means for providing for said user second data 

8 representative of an available fund in an account 

9 of said user for conducting said purchases; 

10 means for executing said purchase; and 

11 means for recording information on said 

12 purchase and said account after said purchase is 

13 executed. 

1 40. The system of claim 39 further comprising means 

2 for providing an option to increase said available 

3 fund when said price is greater than said 

4 available fund, to allow consximmation of the 

5 purchase of the selected item. 

1 41. The system of claim 39 wherein said network is a 

2 computer network. 
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1 42 . The system of claim 41 wherein said computer 

2 network is an Internet network. 

1 43 . The system of claim 39 further comprising means 

2 for browsing second information about the selected 

3 item to purchase. 

1 44 , The system of claim 43 wherein said second 

2 information is multimedia information including an 

3 image of said selected item. 

1 45. The system of claim 39 further cort^rising: 

2 means for providing third data representative 

3 of a maximum nximber of increases allowed; 

4 me^ns f or t^ll^ing.^ e^ ocqurreiis^ Qf an 

5 increase in said available fund; and 

6 means for ensuring the tallied number of 

7 increases being not greater than said maximum 

8 number . 

1 46. The system of claim 39 further coitprising means 

2 for providing third data representative of a 

3 selected period of inactivity, said available fund 

4 being redeemable after said period expires. 

1 47. The system of claim 39 further comprising: 

2 means for maintaining a pooled account; and 

3 means for reducing the pooled account by an 

4 amount which is a function of said price after 

5 said purchase is consummated. 

1 48. A system for a system user to conduct purchases on 

2 a network, comprising: 

3 means for selecting at least one item to 

4 purchase on said network; 
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5 means for providing first data representative 

6 of a price of the selected item; 

7 means for providing second data 

8 representative of an available fund in an account 

9 of said user for conducting said purchases; and 

10 means for automatically increasing said 

11 available fund by a predetermined sxun when said 

12 price is higher than said available fund, to allow 

13 consummation of the purchase of the selected item. 

1 49. The system of claim 48 wherein said network is a 

2 computer network. 

1 50, The system of claim 49 wherein said computer 

2 network is an Internet network. 

1 51. The system of claim 48 further comprising means 

2 for browsing information about the selected item 

3 to purchase. 

1 52. The system of claim 48 wherein said information is 

2 multimedia information including an image of said 

3 selected item. 

1 53. The system of claim 48 further comprising: 

2 means for providing third data representative 

3 of a maximum number of increases allowed; 

4 means for tallying each occurrence of an 

5 increase in said available fund; and 

6 means for ensuring the tallied number of 

7 increases being not greater than said maximum 

8 number. 

1 54- The system of claim 48 further comprising means 

2 for providing third data representative of a 
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3 selected period of inactivity, said available fund 

4 being redeemable after said period expires, 

1 55. The system of claim 48 further comprising means 

2 for recording information on said purchase and 

3 said account when said purchase is consvunmated. 

1 56. The system of claim 48 further comprising: 

2 means for maintaining a pooled account; and 

3 means for reducing the pooled account by an 

4 amount which is a function of said price after 

5 said purchase is consiommated. 

1 57. A method for conducting cashless transactions on a 

2 network.,. .QvQiTpi^i:©^^^ of: 

3 selecting a cashless transaction to be 

4 conducted on said network; 

5 receiving, from said network, first data 

6 including an amount required to complete the 

7 selected cashless transaction; 

8 storing second data representative of an 

9 available fund; and 

10 applying said available fund toward said 

11 selected cashless transaction and reducing said 

12 available fund in completing said transaction. 

1 58. The method of claim 57 further comprising the step 

2 of providing an option to increase said available 

3 fund when said available fund is less than the 

4 required amount, to enable the completion of said 

5 selected cashless transaction. 

.1 59. The method of claim 57 wherein said network is a 
2 computer network. 
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1 60. The method of claim 59 wherein said computer 

2 network is an Internet network. 

1 61. The method of claim 57 wherein said selected 

2 cashless transaction comprises a purchase of a 

3 selected item, said method further comprising the 

4 step of browsing information about said selected 

5 item, 

1 62. The method of claim 61 wherein said information is 

2 multimedia infoirmation including an image of said 

3 selected item. 

1 63. The method of claim 57 further comprising the step 

2 of accessing said network. 

1 64. The method of claim 63 wherein said accessing step 

2 includes the step of establishing a dial-up link. 

1 65. The method of claim 57 further comprising the step 

2 of executing said selected cashless transaction. 

1 66. The method of claim 57 further comprising the 

2 steps of : 

3 providing third data representative of a 

4 maximum nximber of increases allowed; 

5 tallying each occurrence of an increase in 

6 said available fund; and 

7 ensuring the tallied number of increases 

8 being not greater than said maximum number. 

1 67. The method of claim 57 further comprising the step 

2 of providing third data representative of a 

3 selected period of inactivity, said available fund 

4 being redeemable after said period expires. 
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1 68. A method for conducting cashless transactions on a 

2 network, comprising the steps of: 

3 selecting a cashless transaction to be 

4 conducted on said network; 

5 receiving, from said network, first data 

6 representative of an amount required to complete 

7 the selected cashless transaction; 

8 storing second data representative of an 

9 available fund; 

10 means for applying said available fund toward 

11 said cashless transaction; and 

12 automatically increasing said available fund 

13 by a predetermined s\im when said available fund is 

14 less than the required amount, to enable the 

15 completion of said selected cashless transaction. 

1 69. The method of claim 68 wherein said network is a 

2 computer network. 

1 70. The method of claim 69 wherein said computer 

2 network is an Internet network. 

1 71. The method of claim 68 wherein said selected 

2 cashless transaction comprises a purchase of a 

3 selected item, said method further con5>rising the 

4 step of browsing information about said selected 

5 item. 

1 72 . The method of claim 71 wherein said information is 

2 multimedia information including an image of said 

3 selected item. 

1 73. The method of claim 68 further coirqprising the step 

2 of accessing said network. 
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1 74 . The method of claim 73 wherein said accessing step 

2 includes the step of establishing a dial-up link. 

1 75 • The method of claim 68 further comprising the step 

2 of executing said selected cashless transaction, 

76 . The method of claim 68 further coir5>rising the 
steps of: 

providing third data representative of a 
maximum number of increases allowed; 

tallying each occurrence of an increase in 
said available fund; and 

ensuring the tallied nximber of increases 
being not greater than said maximum number. 



1 77. The method of claim 68 further comprising the step 

2 of providing third data representative of a 

3 selected period of inactivity, said available fund 

4 being redeemable after said period expires. 

1 78 . A method for extending funds to an account having 

2 a limited fund to conduct a cashless transaction 

3 on a network, comprising the steps of: 

4 receiving from said network a request for an 

5 increase in said limited fund when said limited 

6 fiind is insufficient to complete said cashless 

7 transaction, said increase equal to a reload sum; 

8 granting said request; 

9 increasing, in response to the granted 

10 request, said limited fund by said reload sijm; 

11 registering said granted request for said 

12 increase; and 

13 billing said account for an amount which is a 

14 function of the total number of said requests and 

15 said reload sum. 
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1 79 , The method of claim 78 wherein said network is a 

2 computer network. 

1 80. The method of claim 79 wherein said computer 

2 network is an Internet network. 

1 81. The method of claim 78 wherein said rec[uest 

2 includes data representative of an identification 

3 of said account, said method further comprising 

4 the steps of: 

5 storing a list of selected account 

6 identifications ; 

7 comparing said account identification against 

8 said list; and 

9 . . de.t^ejOTining whether 

10 identification is within said list. 

1 82 . The method of claim 81 further comprising the step 

2 of rejecting said request and disallowing 

3 completion of any cashless transaction when said 

4 account identification is determined to be within 

5 said list. 

1 83. The method of claim 78 further comprising the 

2 steps of : 

3 comparing a date of said transaction and an 

4 expiration date associated with said account; and 

5 rejecting said request and disallowing 

6 completion of any cashless transaction if said 

7 account expires. 

1 84. The method of claim 78 wherein upon said billing 

2 said reload sum is added to a pooled account. 
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1 85 . The method of claim 84 further comprising the step 

2 of reimbursing an available fund in said account 

3 out of said pooled account. 

1 86. A method for extending funds to an account having 

2 a limited fund to conduct a cashless transaction 

3 on a network, comprising the steps of: 

4 receiving, from said network, a signal 

5 indicating that said limited fund is insufficient 

6 to complete said cashless transaction; and 

7 automatically increasing, in response to said 

8 signal, said limited fund in said account by a 

9 predetermined sum to enable the completion of said 
10 cashless transaction, 

1 87. The method of claim 86 wherein said network is a 

2 computer network. 

1 88. The method of claim 87 wherein said computer 

2 network is an Internet network. 

1 89. The method of claim 86 wherein said signal 

2 includes data representative of an identification 

3 of said account, said method further coir^rising 

4 the steps of : 

5 storing a list of selected account 

6 identifications ; 

7 comparing the account identification against 

8 said list; and 

9 determining whether said account 
10 identification is within said list. 

1 90, The method of claim 89 further comprising the step 

2 of disallowing coinpletion of any cashless 

3 transaction when said account identification is 

4 determined to be within said list. 



wo 96/41286 PCT/US96/02854 

-38- 



1 91. The method of claim 86 further comprising the 

2 steps of: 

3 comparing a date of said transaction and an 

4 expiration date associated with said account; and 

5 disallowing completion of any cashless 

6 transaction if said account expires. 

1 92. The method of claim 86 further comprising the 

2 steps of : 

3 tallying a total number of automatic 

4 increases in said account; and 

5 billing said account for an amount which is a 

6 function of said total number of automatic 

7 inareasas .gin^d^ 

1 93 . The method of claim 92 wherein upon said billing 

2 said predetermined sum is added to a pooled 

3 account. 

1 94. The method of claim 93 further comprising the step 

2 of reimbursing an available fund in said account 

3 out of said pooled account. 

1 95. A method for a user to conduct purchases on a 

2 network, corr^rising the steps of: 

3 selecting at least one item to purchase on 

4 said network; 

5 providing for said user first data 

6 representative of a price of the selected item; 

7 providing for said user second data 

8 representative of an available fund in an accoiint 

9 of said user for conducting said purchases; 

10 executing said purchase; and 

11 recording information on said purchase and 

12 said account after said purchase is executed. 
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1 96. The method of claim 95 further comprising the step 

2 of providing an option to increase said available 

3 fund when said price is higher than said available 

4 fund to allow consummation of the purchase of the 

5 selected item. 

1 97. The method of claim 95 wherein said network is a 

2 computer network. 

1 98. The method of claim 97 wherein said computer 

2 network is an Internet network. 

1 99. The method of claim 95 further comprising the step 

2 of browsing second information about the selected 

3 item to purchase, 

1 100. The method of claim 99 wherein said second 

2 information is multimedia information including an 

3 image of said selected item. 

1 101. The method of claim 95 further comprising the 

2 steps of : 

3 providing third data representative of a 

4 maximum number of increases allowed; 

5 tallying each occurrence of an increase in 

6 said available fund; and 

7 ensuring the tallied number of increases 

8 being not greater than said maximum number. 

1 102, The method of claim 95 further comprising the step 

2 of providing third data representative of a 

3 selected period of inactivity, said available fund 

4 being redeemable after said period expires. 
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1 103. The method of claim 95 further comprising the 



2 steps of : 

3 maintaining a pooled account; and 

4 reducing the pooled account by an amount 

5 which is a function of said price after said 

6 purchase is consiommated. 



1 104 . A method for a user to conduct purchases on a 

2 network, comprising the steps of: 

3 selecting at least one item to purchase on 

4 said network; 

5 providing first data representative of a 

6 price of the selected item; 

7 providing second data representative of an 

8 - -avadlatel^e. fujadv in..^^^ user for 

9 conducting said purchases; and 

10 automatically increasing said available fxind 

11 by a predetermined sum when said price is higher 

12 than said available fund to allow consummation of 

13 the purchase of the selected item. 



1 105. The method of claim 104 wherein said network is a 

2 computer network. 

1 106. The method of claim 105 wherein said computer 

2 network is an Internet network. 



1 107. The method of claim 104 further comprising the 

2 step of browsing information about the selected 

3 item to purchase, 

1 108. The method of claim 107 wherein said information 

2 is multimedia information including an image of 

3 said selected item. 
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1 109. The method of claim 104 further comprising the 

2 steps of: 

3 providing third data representative of a 

4 maximum number of increases allowed; 

5 tallying each occurrence of an increase in 

6 said available fund; and 

7 ensuring the tallied number of increases 

8 being not greater than said maximum n\imber. 

1 110. The method of claim 104 further comprising the 

2 step of providing third data representative of a 

3 selected period of inactivity, said available fund 

4 being redeemable after said period expires. 

1 111. The method of claim 104 further comprising the 

2 step of recording information on said purchase and 

3 said account when said purchase is consummated. 

1 112. The method of claim 111 further comprising the 

2 steps of: 

3 maintaining a pooled account; and 

4 reducing the pooled account by an amount 

5 which is a function of said price after said 

6 purchase is consummated. 
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